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Geor ge lHlemry Backer 


BUSINESS man of rare talents, a citizen keenly 
interested in the welfare of his city and State, a 
supporter of worthy enterprises in many different 
fields, George Henry Backer was highly esteemed 
among the people of St. Louis, Missouri, his 
birthplace and the city of his lifelong residence. 
Kindly and charitable, eager to promote the best 

interests of his community, he was engaged extensively in the busi- 

ness life of his times, and was active in varying commercial fields. 

For his gentle qualities of character and his wholesome outlook upon 

life, he will long be remembered. His was a substantial contribution 

to the welfare of his flourishing city. 
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GEORGE HENRY BACKER 


Mr. Backer was born on June 22, 1850, in St. Louis, son of 
Mathias and Mary Gertrude (Gildehaus) Backer, both natives of 
Germany. In his home town of Oster Cappeln, Hanover, Germany, 
Mathias Backer had dreamed of the “Land of Promise,” otherwise 
known as America, where, in a village called St. Louis, situated on 
a great river, strong men and the virtue of industry were at a prem- 
ium. Unable longer to resist the urge to make his dream come true, 
he left the Fatherland, in 1836, he then being but eighteen years of 
age, and began his journey by land and sea, which was to occupy 
three long, anxious months, ere he should reach the city of his choice 
in the New World. 

The voyage across the Atlantic was through tempestuous seas, 
and it was with gladdened heart that he arrived on America’s shores. 
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GEORGE HENRY BACKER 


Having passed through Castle Garden, at that time the clearing 
house of travelers from the Old World entering the United States, 
the youthful Mathias started on another phase of his circuitous jour- 
ney to the Missouri metropolis. He sailed up the Hudson River, 
passed through the Erie Canal, and took vessel across the Great 
Lakes to Cleveland, Ohio. In due time he reached the Ohio River, 
down which he floated to the Mississippi, and thence up-river to St. 
Lous. 

It was on a Sunday that Mathias Backer first set foot in the 
embryonic metropolis. Seeking some person whom he might call 
friend, but uncertain where to find him, he walked to the old Cathe- 
dral, on Walnut Street, which at that time was a fashionable church. 
Nearly everybody he met spoke French, and his “foreign” tongue 
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GEORGE HENRY BACKER 


was unintelligible. The following day, Monday, he obtained employ- 
ment in a livery stable, and the first nine dollars he was enabled to 
save from his wages, he used to defray a debt of similar amount, 
which he had incurred before arrival in St. Louis. Thus, he started 
his new life with a clean slate and a clear conscience, elements of char- 
acter which he had been brought up to cherish and which he preserved 
throughout his career. His situation soon improved when he obtained 
a better job in the St. Louis Hotel at Third and Market streets. It 
was a good step ahead from stable boy to table boy, for in the latter 
position he was fortunate in making the acquaintance of prosperous 
planters and rivermen who frequented the place, and his services 
yielded both profit and education. 

At about the end of a year in St. Louis, Mathias Backer deter- 
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mined to go to Chicago to be with an elder brother. Today’s teeming 
city was then a place of morasses, bog and malaria, but he resolved 
to try his hand at the work of jigger boss, or foreman, of one of the 
gangs employed in the construction of the Illinois Canal. Unable 
to withstand the effects of the insidious climate, his health failed, and 
it was only then that he decided he must return to St. Louis. 

His health recovered, Mathias Backer made his actual beginning 
of a long and honorable business career. He had acquired valued 
experience when working for the milling firm of Smith & Miller 
and the Charles & Blow Lead Company. In 1850 he became the 
“Company” in the firm of Mauntel, Burgess & Company, and during 
the period of thirty-five years’ association with that house he was 
instrumental in advancing both the firm’s fortunes and his own. He 
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withdrew from the partnership in 1885, the same year in which he 
retired from the firm of Fusz & Backer, in which he had been an 
active member since 1875, during which time had helped build to 
highly prosperous proportions this business of flour merchandising, 
a house of splendid reputation in St. Louis and the territory dom- 
inated by its commercial influence. In the decade just preceding his 
death, he had maintained his official headquarters at the Regina 
Mills, although he was not engaged in that business during that time. 

Among the men contemporary with him in business relations 
in St. Louis, Mr. Backer enjoyed the highest standing, and he was 
one of the oldest members of the Merchants’ Exchange of that city. 
In affairs of a religious nature, he was the acme of devotion to the 
tenets of the Church of St. Vincent, where his attendance at worship 
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and the liberality of his gifts for its support and that of the benevo- 
lences became a parish as well as family tradition. His gifts were 
bestowed upon all churches and Catholic institutions in St. Louis in 
generous measure. 

Mathias Backer married, April 28, 1844, at the old Cathedral, 
Walnut Street, St. Louis, Mary Gertrude Gildehaus, a native of 
Germany, who came to St. Louis when a small child. Mr. and Mrs. 
Backer celebrated their golden wedding in 1894, both in excellent 
health. The children of this union: George Henry Backer, Mrs. 
Theresa (Backer) Kulage, and Mrs. Mary E. (Backer) Scheele. 
The death of Mr. Backer, which occurred December 13, 1902, 
deprived the city of St. Louis of one of its outstanding figures, who 
through the channels of trade and commerce, and in the avenues of 
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civic and religious fidelity, helped rear the superstructure of the 
municipality’s greatness. His was a moving, though quiet, force, 
which moved onward to a goal of high achievement, without noise or 
ostentation, such as was characteristic of his compelling personality. 
He stamped his influence upon the community of St. Louis in its more 
formative stages, and helped consolidate its history of progress and 
substantial growth. 

Mrs. Mary Gertrude (Gildehaus) Backer, who survived her 
faithful consort at his passing, was one of the most devout mem- 
bers of St. Vincent’s Parish, at whose church her husband was wont 
to worship. She was also declared to have been its greatest bene- 
factress. The greatness of her faith was a happy result of the con- 
stancy of her devotion to the ministries of the church. Daily for 
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years, throughout her life up to the time of enfeebled old age, she was 
found at the early mass, seeking and finding the consolation of her 
religion. When physically incapacitated longer from making the 
little journey to the church of her love, she was made the recipient of 
her greatest joy, that of communing with her Lord through the ele- 
ments of the Blessed Sacrament at her home on each Friday morning. 
How eagerly and earnestly she awaited these weekly visitations from 
church and altar! Faith was the dominant element of her life; it 
was, most truly, the fountain from which there flowed her love for 
the House of God and its sacred externals as the means of her exalted 
worship, for the consecrated priesthood and sisterhoods whose lives 
were given for the extension of the Gospel she cherished so deeply 
and for the upbringing of young men in the hope and practices of 


25 


4): 9011 tod Yo deremrsls doaninoh oft egw 


orlt guistsen ertromt roynol b BGs" 
lo tnsigiset old shem en oO! 9 1 
-sf9 oft thyroid bod red Hiw grin 
“gaimmom ysbirt floss ho Sertodt AE 38 | 

mor) enoitstiety ybloaw earls botiawa otle cag 
tot ovol ted bowolt silt doidw mort nis or jyin 
botisxs tol to easort oft ex pails vb Stet 
aovil seoibe eboortatete bans boorltesing bets98n09 a on 
Cea 02 barlainads ole Iaqeoi) arly to nolensins oth wi 


7 “ 4 
Pepe qe seas 7, 
i ‘] ar La f 4 
ty: a3 oe 8 
: p ] ‘ 
6 y J ¥ ’ 4 


GEORGE HENRY BACKER 


virtue and religion. It was from this’same fountain there issued the 
manifestations of her love for the poor, the orphans and the found- 
lings. These were not empty sympathies, but concrete expressions 
of the genuineness of her affection for the unfortunate ones about her. 

An apt and willing pupil of the saintly Fr. Uhland, she had 
learned well her spiritual lessons at his feet. In the environment fur- 
nished by almost daily association with the Sons of St. Vincent, she 
had developed those virtues that made her life beautiful in character, 
herself a model of the Christian wife and mother, cordial and gen- 
erous neighbor, and a real almoner of the bounty that God had 
bestowed upon her. 

Simplicity, as that of a child, was one of her sweetest traits; of 
guile and deceit she knew nothing, for nothing of the sort entered to 
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make her life unbecoming. Open-hearted and frank in her relations 
with folk, she seemed to have but a singleness of purpose and that 
was the faithful discharge of her obligations to God and man in the 
working out of her own salvation. It was very early in life that she 
came to make this her constant aim as a follower of Christ, and 
thenceforth she moulded her thought and confirmed her habits 
accordingly. ‘ 

Throughout life she conformed to the rule of the church by 
which she became best fitted to experience the closing days of her 
mortal existence. She labored to be simple in manner and to live a 
life of simplicity. This was an achievement that she knew would be 
pleasing to God. The pleasures of the world had little or no attrac- 
tion for the singleness of heart for which she strove so earnestly and 
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successfully. For the extravagances and embellishments of feverish 
society she cared nothing. She lived plainly; her diet was ample but 
plain; the furniture of her home was sufficient and substantial, but 
never tended to the extreme or over-ornate. Profligacy of expendi- 
tures she never could abide in her house, and yet she lived comfortably 
and all the more serenely. A strong strain of provident and thrifty 
forebears coursed in her blood, and she was naturally economical. In 
her early days these homely and desirable virtues of her robust Ger- 
man race were developed and as the years came and went they 
strengthened in her character-forming. “Therefore, when she came 
to the days of ample means, she was happy with the few and plain 
things to which she had accustomed herself. 

Peace and happiness abode in her home, and it was in such an 
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atmosphere that she nurtured the children of her heart’s love. She 
was content to observe the olive branches spring from the family 
table, and as they grew from childhood to maturity, she contributed 
with lavish hand to their happiness and a hope for their own future. 

One who knew well this.saintly mother wrote of her in all pro- 
priety: “God’s blessing attended all her works, because she began 
everything through Him and ended them in Him. She died as she 
lived—an humble, saintly, simple daughter of the church, and she 
leaves her children and all who knew her the heritage of a truly Chris- 
tian life. May her soul and the souls of all the faithful departed, 
through the mercy of God, rest in peace!” 

George Henry Backer received his early education at the St. 
Vincent’s Parochial School, and later was a student at St. Louis 
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University, from which he was graduated in 1869, with the degree of 
A. B., thereafter pursuing post-graduate studies and receiving the 
degree of A. M. Healso attended business college and, after leaving 
school, was employed as a shipping clerk for one year by the Alkire 
Grocery Company, a wholesale house, having taken that job because 
his father desired him to have outside experience before taking him 
into the Fusz and Backer business. He soon entered the business of 
Fusz and Backer, long noted as flour merchants in St. Louis, and 
finally, upon the elder Mr. Backer’s withdrawal from active business 
relations, George Henry Backer became a partner in the firm, in 
which he so continued until his retirement at the age of fifty years. 
In his work he was eminently successful, and came to be widely 
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known and esteemed in St. Louis and wherever his operations took 
him. 

Along with his business activities, Mr. Backer was always inter- 
ested in social and civic affairs. School life won a great deal of his 
attention. While a student at the University, he had been’ keenly 
interested in athletics, was especially interested in baseball, and was 
always proud of his strength as an athlete. His religious faith was 
that of the Catholic Church, his parish having been the Church of St. 
Ifrancis Xavier, known as the College Church, at Grand and Lindell 
streets. He held membership in the Knights of Columbus in Mar- 
quette Council, No. 606; and he also was a member of the Catholic 
Knights of America, in which he was affiliated with Branch No. 308. 
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Mr. Backer was deeply concerned in church activities, and was secre- 
tary of the St. Vincent de Paul Society for twenty-five years. 

George Henry Backer married, in St. Louis, Missouri, on 
November 16, 1876, Anna Fredericka Graenicher, who was born in 
Switzerland, and came to America as an infant in her parents’ arms. 
Her parents settled at St. Louis, Missouri, and her father died soon 
afterward. She was educated in private schools of St. Louis. 

The death of George Henry Backer, which occurred on January 
31, 1919, took from St. Louis and from his State one of the most use- 
ful and substantial of citizens, a man who had done much for his 
fellowmen, and an individual of the finest qualities of character. Gen- 
erous and charitable, observant of the welfare of those around him, 
Mr. Backer’s point of view with regard to life was broad and unpreju- 
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GEORGE HENRY BACKER 


diced. Cultured and a representative of the old school, he was a man 
of rare qualities and an adherent to the loftiest of principles. More 
than a decade after his passing, men still cherish his memory and 
hold it dear, not only as a business leader, but as a man of great per- 
sonal merit. 

Reference has been made to Mr. Backer’s deep interest in educa- 
tional affairs. With an understanding appreciation of his views in 
this field, Mrs. Backer created a memorial to him in the form of the 
St. Louis University High School (George H. Backer Memorial), 
the corner-stone of which was laid with appropriate ceremonies on 
April 15, 1922, and which was opened for use in September, 1924. 
The school is a gift to the St. Louis University, and constitutes one 
of the most valuable educational units, both in point of equipment 
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GEORGE HENRY BACKER 


and curriculum, in the State. The building is of Tudor Period Eng- 
lish Gothic design, with a frontage of one hundred and eighty feet on 
both Oakland and Berthold avenues, and a depth of four hundred 
and eighty-four feet. The building contains twenty-nine classrooms, 
a large reference library, physics, biology, and chemistry labora- 
tories, chapel, gymnasium, with locker rooms and showers, and a 
cafeteria seating six hundred people. All of the equipment of this 
splendid building is of the most improved type, while such essentials 
as lighting, heating, and ventilation have been scientifically and accu- 
rately planned to safeguard the health and welfare of the students. 
In addition to this equipment, the school has a campus large enough 
for three football playing fields, with handball courts, and practically 
every popular form of exercise and recreation is available. Because 
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of the exceptionally fine athletic equipment the Notre Dame system 
of intra-mural athletics has been introduced, realizing the modern 
ideal of “athletics for all.” The faculty is composed equally of mem- 
bers of the Society of Jesus and lay teachers, and the school has from 
the first upheld high standards of scholarship. In every way it has 
fulfilled the hopes of its founder, Mrs. Backer, and has fittingly stood, 
in its career of constructive service, as a memorial to him whose name 
it bears. 
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